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ABSTRACT 
This thesis1 focuses on the factors influencing the language of determiners in nominal constructions 
in two sets of bilingual data, Spanish-English from Miami and Spanish- Nicaraguan Creole English 
from Nicaragua. Previous studies (Liceras, Fernández Fuertes, Perales, Pérez-Tattam, and Spradlin, 
2008; Quintanilla, 2014) have argued that Spanish determiners are preferred in mixed nominal 
constructions because of their grammaticized nature, since they mark gender. However, those 
studies did not take the matrix language into account, even though Herring, Deuchar, Parafita Couto, 
and Quintanilla (2010) found that the language of the determiner generally matched the matrix 
language. For that reason, the hypothesis of this study is that the matrix language is the main 
influence on the language of the determiner in both mixed and unmixed nominal constructions. This 
would mean that bilinguals will have to option to switch language in selecting the noun, meaning 
that the noun complement could be influenced by extra-linguistic factors. The results are consistent 
with this hypothesis: once the matrix language is controlled for, the Miami data shows a greater 
tendency for Spanish determiners to appear in mixed DPs than English determiners. However, the 
reverse tendency is found in the Nicaragua data, in which we found only mixed DPs with an English 
creole determiner. The results suggest that bilingual communities can follow different patterns, and 
that social factors play a role as well. This study concludes that while the language of the determiner 
is influenced by clause-internal structure, the language of its noun complement and the matrix 
language itself depend on extralinguistic considerations. 
Keywords: code-switching; matrix language; determiner-phrases; Spanish; English; Nicaraguan 
Creole English 
  
                                                          
1 A version of this thesis has been submitted for publication, in collaboration with Dr. M. Deuchar and Dr. M.C. 
Parafita Couto.  
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1. Introduction 
 
The present study is about code-switching between the determiner and the noun when produced by 
bilingual speakers of Spanish-English from Miami and Spanish-English Creole from Nicaragua. Code-
switching is the activity of switching back and forth between the languages a bilingual person speaks 
(Deuchar, 2012). A bilingual speaker can therefore switch from language A to language B and from 
language B back to language A. This switch can occur between sentences, or within a sentence. This 
is visible in the following two examples:    
(1) My mom got the manguera, started hitting him with the manguera 2    
manguera = ‘hosepipe’ 
[herring9]3 
(2) Eso  fue   en  el   front desk  en  el  reception  
that was  at  the                     at  the 
‘That was at the front desk, at the reception’   
[zeledon1] 
The first example shows a switch from an English determiner to a Spanish noun, whereas the second 
example shows a switch from a Spanish determiner to an English noun. Code-switching is not an 
uncommon phenomenon and it has been the focus of intensive study and debate. It appears that 
certain types of code-switching are more common than others: 
(3) Mi hermano bought some ice cream 
(4) *Él bought some ice cream 
(MacSwan, 2009: 309) 
Example (3) is a natural expression among code-switchers of Spanish-English, whereas example (4) is 
not. The contrast between these two examples shows that code-switching is patterned as well as 
                                                          
2 In the examples, English words appear in bold, while Spanish words appear in italics.  
3 Examples that have a reference between square brackets come from either the Miami data or the Nicaragua 
data.  
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defined by rule-governed behavior, like monolingual language (MacSwan, 2009). Building on this, it 
means that there exists an underlying mechanism that “defines the patterns of grammaticality for all 
constructions in any language pair” (MacSwan, 2009: 309), instead of being a random mix of 
languages (López, 2017). However, this assumption has created an ongoing theoretical debate 
(MacSwan, 2005, 2009; Myers-Scotton, 2002) with two mainstream theoretical frameworks 
dominating this debate: 1) The Minimalist Program, which is a generativist approach, and 2) the 
Matrix Language Framework, a more psycholinguistic approach, by Myers-Scotton (1993). The 
Minimalist Program (MP) and the Matrix Language Framework (MLF) make different, and even 
opposing, predictions regarding the language of the determiner in mixed nominal constructions. 
According to scholars (Liceras, Fernández Fuertes, Perales, Pérez-Tattam, and Spradlin, 2008; 
Quintanilla , 2014) that follow the MP approach, the bilingual speaker will prefer the determiner of 
the language with the most grammaticized features, like gender or number. In the case of Spanish-
English, it has been reported that in spoken production Spanish determiners are more followed by an 
English noun, rather than English determiners being followed by a Spanish noun. Their explanation is 
that Spanish determiners mark gender and number that needs to agree with the gender and number 
on the noun (5). 
(5) A.     La              casa  
        Art.F.Sg    N.F.Sg 
*B.   El                casa 
         Art.M.Sg    N.F.Sg       
(6) The           house 
Art.           N  
Example (5A) shows that in monolingual Spanish production the article has to make agreement in 
gender and number with the noun. In other words, the gender of both the noun and the determiner 
has to be the same; therefore example (5b) will not be produced by a native speaker of Spanish. On 
the other hand, English lacks grammatical gender and, therefore, English determiners do not mark 
gender. In other words, Spanish determiners have more grammaticized features and, thus, are 
preferred in bilingual production.   
(7) *The                         manguera                   vs     el                                 front desk 
Eng-determiner      Spa-Noun                          Spa-determiner          Eng-Noun 
  ART.                                                                     ART.M.Sg                                                                         
The MLF, on the other hand, argues that the language of the determiner is influenced by the matrix 
language, the language that defines the morpho-syntactic frame of the clause. The morpho-syntactic 
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frame is visible through the word order of the clause and the finite verb of the clause. The MLF 
argues that there exists an asymmetry between languages at the moment of bilingual production. 
One language, the matrix language, provides the morpho-syntactic frame, whereas the other 
language, the embedded language, can insert (content) morphemes that do not affect the morpho-
syntactic frame of the matrix language. This also means that not all types of morphemes can be 
inserted from the second language, thus there exists a distinction between the types of morphemes: 
content morphemes and system morphemes. Content morphemes can be inserted from both the 
embedded language and the matrix language, but only system morphemes can be provided by the 
matrix language. This can be observed in the first two examples that will now be repeated as 
example (8) and example (9).  
(8) My mom got the manguera, started hitting him with the manguera     
manguera = ‘hosepipe’ 
[herring9] 
(9) Eso  fue   en  el   front desk  en  el  reception  
that was  at  the                     at  the 
‘That was at the front desk, at the reception’   
[zeledon1] 
In example (8) the morpho-syntactic frame is English, because both the word-order and the finite 
verb come from English, which results in mixed nominal constructions that have English determiners. 
On the other hand, in example (5) both the word order and the finite verb are in Spanish. Therefore, 
both mixed nominal constructions have Spanish determiners. Indeed, Herring, Deuchar, Parafita 
Couto, and Quintanilla (2010) found, by analyzing a subset of the Bangor Miami corpus4, that the 
language of the determiner generally matches the language of the finite verb, and thus the matrix 
language. However, because most clauses had a Spanish matrix language, more Spanish determiners 
were found in mixed nominal constructions. Therefore, the frequency of Spanish determiners in 
mixed nominal constructions could be attributed entirely to the fact that speakers selected a Spanish 
verb or morphosyntactic frame in which the mixed nominal constructions were inserted. In other 
words, the results did match the predictions of both theoretical frameworks. Important to note is 
that neither this study nor the previous ones mentioned took the relative proportion of mixed and 
unmixed constructions into account. It could be that Spanish determiners are also more frequently 
                                                          
4 The Miami corpus is one of the three corpora that are available at the bangortalk website 
(http://bangortalk.org.uk/). The Miami corpus contains Spanish-English data from Miami. More information 
about the corpus can be found in the methodology section of this thesis.   
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produced than English determiners in unmixed constructions and, therefore, appear more in mixed 
nominal constructions as well.  
This study will build on these previous studies by using a bigger set of data from the Miami corpus, 
and by adding a second (smaller) corpus from the Atlantic coast area from Nicaragua for comparative 
purpose. The data will come from two language pairs: Spanish-English from Miami, USA, and Spanish-
English creole from the south Atlantic coast of Nicaragua. The reason for selecting this pair is that 
English creole, like English itself, does not mark either gender or number, which makes the two 
languages comparable. This study will control for the matrix language and compare mixed and 
unmixed constructions. Similar to the previous studies, the research question is “what determines 
the language of the determiner and the noun in mixed nominal constructions?”. As has been 
mentioned on the previous page, Herring et al (2010) found a high match between the language of 
the determiner and the matrix language, which previous studies have not taken into account. 
Therefore, I hypothesize that the matrix language determines the language of the determiner but not 
that of its noun complement, which is determined by extra-linguistic factors. The main objective of 
this thesis is to show that 1) determiners with the least grammaticized features are possible in mixed 
nominal constructions, 2) the matrix language is the influential factor for the language of the 
determiner, and 3) different communities can have different norms regarding code-switching. 
In terms of structure, this thesis will firstly address the results of previous studies and their 
explanations and later provide the theoretical framework of the Matrix Language Framework, in 
Chapter 2. In chapter 3, I will give an extended explanation of the methodology used to answer the 
research question. This chapter will also contain more detailed information regarding the two 
corpora. Chapter 4 will describe the results of the data analysis; at the end of this chapter, a 
comparative analysis of the two corpora will be outlined. This thesis will end with conclusions as well 
as issues left open for further research in Chapter 5. 
  
Pagina | 9  
 
 
2. Theoretical framework 
 
This chapter will outline the theoretical concepts that are relevant for this research. The chapter will 
start by explaining bilingualism and code-switching by doing a literature review. Once a clear 
explanation has been reached, I will elaborate on the assumptions and results of previous studies 
regarding the mechanisms of code-switching.  At the second part of this chapter, I will explain the 
two mainstream approaches that are used to explain code-switching data: the Minimalism Program 
and the Matrix Language Framework. Finally, I will elaborate a bit more on the extralinguistic aspects 
of code-switching.   
2.1 Bilingualism and code-switching 
 
2.1.1 Bilingualism 
When a speaker is capable of speaking two languages, then that person is said to be bilingual. For a 
long time, the term bilingualism was defined as a speaker’s equal control of two languages (Mackey, 
2000). It is commonly thought that the typical image of a bilingual person is a person who has been 
exposed to a second language from birth. The fluency level of the second “native” language does not 
have to be equal to the first; however, a high competency is expected. The definition has nowadays 
changed to the extent that it embraces both I) native-like control in both languages, II) native-like 
control in one language and passive control of the other language (MacSwan, 1997). Moreover, 
distinctions are also  made depending on when the second language is acquired or learned relative to 
the first language (L1):  simultaneous (learned at the same time), early (L1 learned first but the 
second language is learned in childhood) and late bilinguals (Bialystok & Hakuta, 1994). Simultaneous 
bilinguals are individuals that acquire another language in addition to their primary language, or 
native tongue. An example would be a child living in the Netherlands, whose mother speaks Spanish 
to him, because of her Nicaraguan origin, while the father speaks Dutch. In this scenario, the child 
acquires both Spanish and Dutch at an early age5. In the case of early sequential bilinguals one should 
think of scenarios where the individual is first exposed to one language but soon gets exposed to a 
new language during childhood. An example of this would be a Portuguese family moving to England. 
The child, still very young, acquires both Portuguese and English, yet does not acquire the two 
                                                          
5 The child in this case is both an early simultaneous bilingual and a heritage speaker. Heritage speakers are 
bilinguals that at a young age acquire a second language due to one or both of their parents speaking another 
language than the majority language. The heritage speaker is an umbrella term for all sequential and early 
bilinguals with all kinds of language proficiency (Wiley, 1999). To give an example, both my friend and I classify 
as heritage speakers, although I am fluent in Spanish and he only has passive control.   
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languages at the same time. Late bilinguals are individuals that have learned a foreign language at a 
later age. An example would be a German student that learns French as a foreign language in high 
school. Some scholars also make a distinction between productive bilingualism and receptive 
bilingualism (Bialystock, 2001). In the case of the productive bilingualism, I can offer myself as an 
example. As an early simultaneous bilingual of Dutch and Spanish, I can produce and understand 
both languages to at least a native-like level. However, a friend of mine, who has a similar family 
dynamic, can hardly produce Spanish sentences, therefore, he classify as a receptive bilingual.  
Bilingualism is common in different parts of the world. To mention just a few examples: English and 
French in Canada, and Spanish and Guaraní in Paraguay. A group of bilingual speakers may form a 
bilingual community that uses the two languages for communication (Mackey, 2000). Bilingual 
communities can also occur when immigrants keep practicing their own language while living in a 
country with another language. An example would be the Spanish-speakers immigrants in Miami,  
USA, or the Turkish immigrants in the Netherlands. A common linguistic phenomenon that occurs 
within these bilinguals communities, is code-switching, on which will be elaborated in the next 
section.  
2.1.2 Defining code-switching 
Gumperz (1982) defined code-switching as the juxtaposing of two different grammatical, or sub 
grammatical, systems in a single conversation. In order to be able to do this the person has to be 
bilingual. Which language the bilingual speaker will use in a conversation or writing depends on the 
situation, such as the interlocutor(s) or location (Wei, 2000; Gardner-Chloros, 2009). However, 
difficulties of language choice will arise when the bilingual speaker and the interlocutor have been 
exposed to the same languages since infancy (MacSwan, 1997). Since both bilinguals are proficient in 
their languages they will be free to switch between their languages, as observed in (10), (11) and 
(12).  
(10) Person A: Llamó María 
                   María called 
Person B: What does she wants? 
(Montrul, 2013: 120) 
 
(11) [He was responsible for my knowledge of music.]ENGLISH [Carlitos da para la música]SPANISH   
                                                                                                     Carlitos is good for music 
(Montrul, 2013: 120) 
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(12) no pero tal vez consigue un roommate 
no but maybe she succeeds in having a roommate   
[herring5: 56]          
In example (10), the two speakers switch languages within the same conversation, with person A 
asking a question in Spanish, only for person B to respond in English. The code-switch is within the 
conversation, but between two different speakers. On the other hand, examples (11) and (12) show 
one bilingual speaker switching within the same conversation. Example (11) shows a switch between 
two different clauses, switching from English to Spanish, while example (12) shows a switch within a 
single clause. However, the switches observed in these examples are different. In fact, studies of 
code-switching (Poplack, 1980) agree that there are two types of code-switching: 1) inter-sentential, 
and 2) intra-sentential code-switching. Example (10) and example (11) are examples of 
intersentential code-switching. The switch happens between two separate clauses. Example (12) is 
an intrasentential code-switch, because the switch occurs within the clause. According to the 
literature, there is sometimes a subtype of code-switching: tag-switching (Cantone & Muller, 2008). 
This type of code-switching involves only a tag or interjection from a language after an utterance in 
the other language (13).  
(13) O nee hier’s ‘n paar goedjies, sorry 
‘Oh no here are a few things, sorry’ 
(van Dulm, 2005:1) 
In example (13), the speaker talks in Afrikaans, but adds an English tag, “sorry”, at the end of the 
sentence.  
Nevertheless, it is important to mention that code-switching is not the same as language 
interference. According to Montrul (2013: 119) language interference happens when a bilingual 
speaker unconsciously uses the structure of language A but the vocabulary of language B (14). Even 
though example (14) will sound Spanish to a non-Spanish speaker, its grammatical structure is 
actually English. In example (15) the same sentence is shown; while combining Spanish and English 
elements, the syntax of these languages is not affected.  
(14) (ella)  Iba a ir                         con su mamá     [pero        cambió de mente]X 
 She   was going to go out with her mom      but she changed her mind 
 
(15)     [Iba a ir con su mama]SPANISH        [but she changed her mind]ENGLISH  
She was going to with her mom 
(Montrul, 2013: 119) 
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In order to not affect the syntax of either languages, a high language proficiency in both languages is 
necessary for intrasentential code-switching. For that reason, intrasentential code-switching are of 
more interest for research, such as example (16). 
(16)   Eso  fue   en  el   front desk  en  el  reception  
  'That was at the front desk, at the reception'   
[zeledon1] 
As can be observed in example (16), the speaker first switches from Spanish to English, then back to 
Spanish, only to end the clause with an English word. The result, in this example, is a mixed nominal 
construction that has a Spanish determiner, in this case a definite article followed by an English noun. 
This type of code-switching is very common in bilingual production (MacSwan, 1997). I will be 
referring to this type of code-switching as mixed nominal construction (and later on mixed DP). 
Mixed nominal constructions are the focus of this thesis.  
2.1.3 Theoretical outlines about intra-sentential code-switching 
The earliest studies about code-switching (Gumperz, 1964; Labov, 1971; Lance, 1975) claimed that 
mixed constructions were organized randomly. However, evidence shows that code-switching is not 
just a random mix of languages. In fact, being a natural linguistic phenomenon, code-switching 
should display a rule-governed production, in similar line to monolingual grammars. However, when 
someone accepts such a claim, the next question would be to define those rules that constrict both 
its production and comprehension. For that reason, it has been the focus of intensive study and 
debate. Linguists focusing on this area have tried to define possible constraints. Two famous 
constraints have been postulated by Pfaff (1979) and Poplack (1980, 1981): 
- The Free Morpheme Constraint 
- The Equivalance Constraint 
 The first one claims that it is not possible to switch language codes between the bound morpheme 
and its host. This constraint is often mentioned as a characteristic that is often used to distinguish 
code-switching from borrowing. The general assumption is that code-switching occurs at the 
syntactic or the utterance-construction level, whereas borrowing occurs at the lexical level6 (Poplack 
& Sankoff, 1984; Muysken, 1995). The second one argues that code-switching is even further 
restricted by explaining that one can only switch language codes in the clauses where the surface 
grammatical structure is exactly the same. For example, the sentence in figure 1 has a different word 
                                                          
6 It is important to note that there exists no clear distinction between code-switching and borrowing, leading to 
an ongoing debate. It is unfortunately not possible to address this debate further within the limits of this thesis.  
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order at two points, namely pronoun and verb ( “told him” vs “le dije” and “would bring it” vs “lo 
trajera”).  
Figure 1. “conflict site” Spanish and English 
English I told him that so that he  would bring it fast 
 ↑ X ↑ ↑ ↑ X ↑ 
Spanish (yo) le dije eso pa’que (él) lo trajera ligero 
 
(Poplack, 1980: 235) 
The Equivalence Constraint claims that at those two points, the bilingual speaker would not code-
switch because the grammars of the two languages are not the same. However, code-switching could 
happen at the places where there is an arrow. This is because switching at those sites does not cause 
grammar conflicts. This is visible in example (17). 
(17)  I told him that pa’que          lo    trajera            ligero      
                             so that          it     bring             fast 
I told him so that he would bring it fast. 
(Poplack, 1980: 235)                              
According to Poplack’s (1980: 581) findings, bilinguals who are less fluent in one of the two languages 
will prefer to switch unconsciously between sentences, which is the so-called intersentential code-
switching. This is because there will be no issue of violation of grammatical rules. On the other hand, 
bilinguals who are fluent in both languages do display intrasentential code-switching more, because 
they do not have this issue. This also explains why intra-sentential code-switches are typically not 
observed in children at a young age, unbalanced bilinguals and in those who are in the process of 
acquiring a foreign language (Köppe & Meisel, 1995). 
Miccio, Hammer and Rodríguez (2009) argue that code-switching is normal for bilingual children and 
should not be rejected by teachers. In similar lines, they argue that because intrasentential switches 
require a high mastery of more complex syntactic structures, the more complex the switches become 
the higher their competency will be in both languages. Nonetheless, regardless of the popularity of 
The Equivalance Constraint, many studies (Bentahila & Davies 1983; Berk-Seligson 1986; di Sciullo, 
Muysken & Singh, 1986; Azuma, 1993; Myers-Scotton 1997; Myers-Scotton & Jake, 2000; Jake, 
Myers-Scotton & Gross 2002; Cantone & Müller 2008) have later reported counterexamples by 
providing evidence that bilingual speakers tend to also switch in sites where the grammars involved 
are in conflict. For example, in the cases of the position of adjectives in nominal constructions, 
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Spanish follows a different word order than English. In Spanish the adjective generally comes after 
the noun, whereas in English, and English creole, the adjective appears between the determiner and 
the noun. This means that, according to Poplack (1980), we should not be able to find any code-
switching involving an adjective in mixed nominal construction. However, scholars (Parafita Couto, 
Deuchar and Fusser 2015) have reported that in natural speech data it does occur. For example, 
Parafita et al (2015) reported to have found, nominal constructions with English nouns followed by 
Welsh adjectives in both corpus data as well as in elicited director-matcher task data, even though 
English adjectives appear before the noun.   
Similar cases are found for The Free Morpheme Constraint: an issue is that it does not account for 
why switching is impossible between certain free morphemes. In other words, it is also insufficiently 
restricted. Let us have a look at example (18). 
(18) *Los estudiantes habian seen the Italian movie. 
The students      had       seen the Italian movie 
The students had seen the Italian movie. 
Belazi et al (1994: 225) have reported that, although it should be possible according to The Free 
Morpheme Constraint, “switching is disallowed between the perfect auxiliary, a free morpheme, and 
its complement the past participle”, as demonstrated in example (18). Yet, the switch that occurs in 
example (19) is grammatical because it does not happen between the auxiliary verb and the past 
particle. 
(19) The students habián visto    la     película italiana 
                          had      seen     the  movie   Italian 
The students had seen the Italian movie. 
 (Belazi, Rubin and Tribio, 1994: 225) 
However, it should be mentioned that “Poplack argues that linguistic rules correlate with social 
structure and should be stated in terms of statistical frequencies” (MacSwan, 2009: 312). This means 
that the constraints are mere “tendency” rather than restrictions. Moreover, it does seem that 
bilingual speakers, and bilingual communities, have preferences for when and where to code-switch, 
for example within a nominal construction (MacSwan, 1997; Beatty-Martínez & Dussias, 2017).  
2.1.4 Mixed nominal constructions 
One of the most frequent intra-sentential code-switches happens either before the nominal 
construction (20) or within the nominal construction: see below the nominal constructions of 
example (1) and (2) repeated as examples (21) and (22). 
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(20) I’m going with her a    la   esquina 
                                   to the corner 
“I’m going with her to the corner.” 
(Zentella, 1997: 94) 
(21) The manguera 
(22) El reception 
Example (21) has an English determiner followed by a Spanish noun, while example (22) has a 
Spanish determiner followed by an English noun. Nominal constructions in Spanish and English follow 
the same pattern, which is that of determiner + noun. In other words, this is a site without conflict 
and, therefore, bilingual speakers should be capable of creating mixed constructions. It is important 
to mention, however, that there exists a conflict site regarding adjective position: Spanish will 
generally be Determiner + Noun + Adjective, whereas English will always follow a Determiner + 
Adjective + Noun order. However, adjectives are less frequent, since unlike nouns and determiners 
they are not necessary items to appear in nominal constructions7 (Parafita Couto et al, 2015; Parafita 
Couto & Gullberg, 2016). For example, Parafita Couto et al (2015) used both corpus data (in 
combination with other methods) to test the predictions of two models8 regarding the language of 
the adjective and its position in Welsh-English data. Although the corpus they used contains 40 hours 
of data, only 137 examples were found, with only a small proportion of the data being able to 
distinguish between the two models (Parafita Couto et al, 2015: 70, 82). In the introduction, I 
explained that this study will use only corpus data, which implies that it would be difficult to account 
for the adjectives. For that reason, this thesis will not look into the position and language of the 
adjectives in mixed nominal constructions. 
Previous studies (Pfaff, 1979; Myers-Scotton & Jake, 2001; Jake et al, 2002) have reported that in 
spontaneous code-switching corpora, Spanish determiners are more frequently produced in mixed 
nominal constructions, in contrast to English determiners followed by Spanish nouns.  Using corpus 
data, Pfaff (1979) found 747 English nouns with a Spanish determiner from the total 757 mixed 
nominal constructions. Myers-Scotton & Jake (2001) reported that 63/67 English nouns had a 
Spanish determiner. In addition, Jake et al (2002) found that 161/ 230 were English nouns with a 
Spanish determiner, 21 were English determiners followed by a Spanish noun and 48 were nouns 
without a determiner. Moreover, Quintanilla (2014) shows that in the Gibraltar data, a corpus of 
natural speech data of a English-Spanish bilingual community, only 2 of the 245 mixed nominal 
                                                          
7 Bare nouns (nouns not accompanied by a determiner) do exist. However, they are not common in English or 
Spanish.  
8 The two models tested are the same in this study: the Minimalism Program and the Matrix Language 
Framework.  
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constructions had an English determiner followed by a Spanish noun. The total set of data have 
shown that there exists a preference for Spanish determiners in mixed nominal construction. This has 
led to an ongoing debate, which nowadays is dominated by two mainstream approaches that try to 
explain this preference. The first approach tries to use generative grammar to study code-switching. 
The generative approach argues that the syntactical rules of both languages involved in the code-
switch influence where and how to code-switch.  For this study I have selected scholars (MacSwan, 
2000; Liceras et al, 2008; 2016; Quintanilla , 2014) that use the Minimalism Program (MP), a model 
composed by Chomsky, in order to explain code-switching data. The other mainstream theory is the 
Matrix Language Framework (MLF). This theoretical framework takes a more psycholinguistic 
approach and argues that in each clause only one language provides the morpho-syntactic frame, the 
matrix language, whereas the other language is only capable of inserting content morphemes. The 
following pages will address both theoretical frameworks and their assumptions regarding mixed 
nominal constructions.  
2.2 Using Minimalism Program to understand mixed nominal constructions  
MacSwan (1999; 2009) describes that throughout the history of the field, it has been emphasized 
that it was important to construct a theory of code-switching that does not appeal only to the 
specific mechanisms of code-switching. To quote: “The desire to avoid CS-specific mechanisms in 
accounts of CS goes beyond issues of elegance and economy” (MacSwan, 2009: 320). Previous 
studies have found issues in avoiding to create “a third” grammar, like Poplack’s (1980) constraints. 
Another example is the Functional Head Constraint (FHC) that was proposed by Belazi et al (1994). 
They build the FHC on the development in syntactic theory that distinguish between lexical and 
functional categories. They argued that a code-switch may not occur between the functional of the 
phrase and its components. They explained that both the functional head and the lexical components 
have a language feature, for example [+Spanish] or [+English], which need to agree. However, lexical 
heads and their components may have a mismatch in language feature. Although Belazi et al (1994) 
argued that FHC does not constitute a specific constraint for code-switching, it does not outlay the 
fact that it is a primitive construct which causes issues within syntactic theory9. However, MacSwan 
(1999) explains that once [+Spanish] accounts, in an informal way, for a collection of formal features 
that define Spanish, then the hypothesis is not problematic. This shows the struggle researchers have 
in avoiding the creation of a code-switching specific theory.    
                                                          
9 “Linguists take particular grammars to be derivative in nature, not primitive constructs, and hence positing a 
label for a particular language as a primitive in syntactic theory leads us to an ordering paradox,”(MacSwan, 
2009: 318) 
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MacSwan (1999) is the first to take the approach of analyzing code-switching data through 
monolingual mechanisms by applying the Minimalism Program (MP). This model is a major line of 
inquiry developed by Chomsky (1995) to describe all (morpho-)syntactical productions as a mode of 
inquiry inside generative grammar. It was developed during the emerging of the idea that 
PARAMETERS were restricted to the lexicon instead of operating on syntactic rules (Chomsky, 1995). 
This implies that the I-language (internal language) is ﬁxed and invariant, and every variation on 
linguistic level is the result of feature checking of the morphological properties of the lexicon. In the 
MP there are two components of grammar: an invariant computational system for human language 
and a lexicon, which attributes the idiosyncratic differences observed across languages (MacSwan, 
2009: 321). It is important to note that the leading aim of the MP is to eliminate all unnecessary and 
unessential mechanisms (Chomsky, 1995). For that reason, it incorporates some earlier hypotheses, 
such as The Determiner Phrase Hypothesis: a determiner phrase referring to a nominal construction 
that consists of 1) a determiner, 2) a noun, and sometimes 3) an adjective. According to the 
Determiner Phrase Hypothesis, the determiner is the head, or the principal element, of the 
determiner phrase (Abney, 1987). Determiners are described as the functional heads, non-lexical 
items, which are complemented by a noun (Fukui & Speas, 1988)10.  The determiner is, therefore, 
relevant in the cases of mixed nominal constructions. Because the determiner is the head of its own 
phrase it is not only selected before the noun but is also the principal carrier of grammaticized 
features. MacSwan’s (1999: 146) first step was to establish that the only constraints on code-
switching are the requirements of the mixed grammars. In this context “constraint” is used 
differently than in Poplack’s (1980); in other words, ungrammaticality in code-switching is related to 
monolingual mechanism, rather than statistical frequency (MacSwan, 1999; MacSwan, 2009). This 
way all code-switching data is explainable by “the terms of the principles and requirements of the 
speciﬁc grammars – and embedded principles of Universal Grammar” (MacSwan, 2005: 5). In the 
case of code-switching within a determiner phrase (DP), the switch would be bound by the same 
principles as the specific grammars that are at play in the switch. These constructions are later called, 
mixed DPs.    
As has been previously mentioned, many studies reported more Spanish determiners in mixed DPs 
than English determiners. Liceras et al (2008) reported that in spontaneous adults’ speech mixed DPs 
(Spanish-English) with Spanish determiners are far more frequent than with English determiners. The 
same pattern was found in their own study of child speech. In fact, only 5% of the mixed DPs had 
English determiners. Moreover, they reported that Jake et al (2002) found 161 instances of Spanish 
                                                          
10 Some scholars argue that not the determiner, but rather the noun is the functional head of the phrase, NP. 
However,  most generativist have excepted the Determiner Phrase Hypothesis, such as the Minimalism 
Program.   
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determiners followed by English nouns, yet no example could be found of English determiners 
followed by Spanish nouns. They explained that the greater frequency of Spanish determiners in 
mixed DPs is due to the “intrinsic Gender feature of the Spanish Noun and that of the Spanish 
determiner” (2008: 828). Both English nouns and English determiners lack these intrinsic features. 
Quintanilla (2014) also reports to have found a similar pattern in the Gilbratar data: only two English 
determiners were followed by a Spanish noun, whereas 243 Spanish determiners were followed by 
an English noun. Like Liceras et al (2008), Quintanilla (2014) explains the distribution in terms of the 
“presence of an uninterpretable gender feature on the Spanish determiner, which is absent on the 
English determiner.  
Interesting to note, Myers-Scotton & Jake (2016), two important scholars for the next section, also 
agree with the assumption made by Liceras et al (2008) and Quintanilla that due to the gender 
features on Spanish determiners, Spanish determiners are required to be selected earlier in the 
language production process. This early-selection could also lead to greater frequency. However, 
they continue to argue that the morpho-syntactic frame of the clause, or matrix language, is the 
most influential factor in influencing the language of the determiner. This is important, because 
neither Liceras et al (2008; 2016) nor Quintanilla (2014) do provide the information about the 
morphosyntactic frame of the clauses in which the mixed DPs appeared, which we will see is very 
important. Another issue is that they do not consider the proportion of mixed/unmixed DPs. This is 
important because it could be the case that unmixed Spanish DPs are more common than unmixed 
English DPs.  
To summarize, scholars that support the generativist approach agree over the claim that Spanish 
determiners are more frequently produced in mixed DPs than English determiners because they 
mark gender. In other words, the frequency of Spanish determiners is due to internal syntactic 
properties of the determiner and that of the noun. This is the opposite of the next theoretical 
framework which argues that there exists an asymmetry between the languages in bilingual 
production. At the same time, the data reported in this section did not take into account the 
morpho-syntactic frame of the clauses, which we will see is very important in the next section.       
2.3  The assumptions of the Matrix Language framework 
 The Matrix Language Framework (MLF) was developed by Myers-Scotton (1997, 2000, 2001) in order 
to explain and predict constraints on code-switching within clauses, or complementizer phrases, 
which has been adopted from the generative framework. This framework argues that, in bilingual 
speech, there exists an asymmetrical relationship between the languages with one language being 
the matrix language, whereas the other will be the embedded language (Myers-Scotton, 1993). She 
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argues that bilinguals tend to use one of their languages as the provider of the morpho-syntactic 
frame, namely the matrix language. The other language will then automatically be the embedded 
language. In other words, both the matrix and the embedded language are abstract linguistic systems 
that are related in a hierarchical order. Code-switching patterns will follow per clause the 
grammatical rules of the matrix language of that clause. Below an explanation of the ideas and 
mechanisms of the matrix language framework will be given.  
According to Myers-Scotton, the Matrix language is the bilingual representation of the Uniform 
Structure Principle: “A given constituent type in any language has a uniform abstract structure and 
the requirements of well-formedness for this constituent type must be observed whenever the 
constituent appears” (Myers-Scotton, 2002: 8).  In other words, this principle is concerned with the 
preference of a uniform speech pattern structure, and because code-switching follows the “rules” of 
the matrix language, it submits to this principle. However, there is a second premise that underlies 
this framework; namely, the asymmetry principle. The asymmetry principle is concerned with the 
asymmetrical relation between languages, which leads to the division of matrix language and 
embedded language.  
Still, because the model looks at complementizer phrases (CP), basically “clauses”, the matrix 
language can dynamically switch to be the embedded language in another clause within the same 
conversation. In classic code-switching, the matrix language cannot change within the simple clause. 
However, separate clauses, within the same conversation, can have different matrix languages. The 
morpho-syntactic frame of the clause is based on two principles (Myers-Scotton, 1993; 1997):  
1) The Morpheme Order Principle (MOP)  
2) The System Morphemes Principle (SMP).  
The MOP theorizes that the matrix language provides the word order of the clause, while the SMP 
implies that the matrix language provides the system morphemes of the clause. System morphemes 
are basically function words and (verbal) inflections and are essential for grammatical frames. In 
other words, a synonym for system morphemes could be grammatical morphemes, because of their 
essentialness to the grammar of the clause. According to the SMP they can only be employed from 
the matrix language. Opposing system morphemes, content11 morphemes express semantic and 
pragmatic aspects and, thus, assign or receive thematic roles. At the same time, content morphemes 
can come from both the matrix language and the embedded language (Myers-Scotton, 2002).  
                                                          
11 Another word for content morphemes could be lexical morphemes. 
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The matrix language framework is also supported by an auxiliary theory; the 4M model (Myers-
Scotton & Jake, 2000). This universal model classifies morphemes to an even further extent. The way 
they are classified depends on their syntactic roles and how they, hypothetically, are activated in 
language production. It makes not only a distinction between content and system morphemes, but 
also divides the system morphemes into three more categories: 1) early system morphemes, 2) 
bridges, and 3) outsiders (Myers-Scotton & Jake, 2000; 2001). Early system morphemes are, in similar 
lines to content morphemes, conceptually-activated. This means that both early system morphemes 
and content morphemes are produced by pre-linguistic intentions that activate the desired semantic-
pragmatic combination in order to communicate. Contrary to the content morphemes, which are 
directly chosen, early system morphemes are “indirectly” elected. In other words, they appear with 
their heads (content morphemes) and provide extra meaning to them, like number. Examples of 
early system morphemes are determiners and plural affixes. The second and third categories of 
system morphemes are known as “late” system morphemes. Late system morphemes are 
structurally-assigned; they appear at the moment of language production, in order to assemble 
larger phrases and clauses. Bridges are system morphemes that connect elements of larger 
constituents. Unlike the early system morphemes, bridges morphemes do not contribute to 
conceptual structures. However, they do integrate content morphemes into larger constituents. They 
can combine, for example, two NPs with equivalent, or associative meaning. An example of such 
system morphemes are possessive markers, like “of” or “´s” in English. The outsiders are system 
morphemes that are dependent on information from outside their own element, which can be from 
a component in another constituent or from the dialogue. Examples are morphemes that mark 
subject-verb and object-verb agreement. It is this type of morphemes that fundamentally indicates 
the form of argument-structure. Moreover, because of their connection with elements outside their 
constituents, they maintain agreement relations in any clause (Myers-Scotton & Jake, 2000; Myers-
Scotton, 2002). 
The outsiders are the principal elements of which the SMP refers to, which means that, in bilingual 
clauses, outsiders are limited to come only from the matrix language (Myers-Scotton, 1993; 2002). 
This way they are keys to define the matrix language. In this sense, the language of the finite verb of 
the clause is essential. Finite verbs are composed of outsiders that show the subject-verb or object-
verb agreement. However, infinite verbs do not have outsiders and therefore do not show such 
agreement12. On the other hand, even though most of the early system morphemes and bridges are 
provided by the matrix language, it is not impossible that they come from the embedded language 
                                                          
12 Some languages, e.g. Portuguese, have inflected infinitives. Those infinitives do have outsiders because they 
mark the subject.   
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(Myers-Scotton & Jake, 2000). Building on this theoretical assumption, Myers-Scotton and Jake 
(2000) propose the Bilingual NP Hypothesis; nominal constructions from the embedded language, 
“islands”, are allowed but are not preferred, and determiners from mixed nominal constructions 
should come from the matrix language (Jake et al, 2002). This means that if the matrix language is 
Spanish, the determiner will tend to be Spanish. On the other hand, the determiner will tend to be 
English if the matrix language is English. Embedded language determiner phrases, or embedded 
language islands, if present, will appear within the grammatical structure of the matrix language. In 
other words, the matrix language provides the frame in which they can appear.   
Returning back to the question whether Spanish determiners are preferred in mixed nominal 
constructions by Spanish-English bilinguals, Mysers-Scotton & Jake (2016: 17) argue that the matrix 
language influences the language of the determiner, although they appear to support the viewpoints 
of Liceras et al (2008; 2016) and Quintanilla: “If Spanish is the matrix language in any code-switching 
corpus, then it is likely that Spanish determiners will dominate for this reason alone under an analysis 
based on the MLF model”. Herring et al (2010) attempted a preliminary evaluation of the influence of 
the matrix language on the determiner. The study used Welsh-English and Spanish-English to 
determine the extent to which the matrix language matched the language of the determiner in mixed 
DPs. In the small amount of data analyzed, only one example out of 89 had a mismatch: a Spanish 
determiner with English as the clause’s matrix language. In 90% of the cases, Spanish was the matrix 
language and the proportion of mixed DPs with a Spanish determiner found in those clauses was 
91%. This not only supports the idea of a connection between the language of the determiner and 
the matrix language of the clause, but also provides a possible explanation for the result reported by 
Liceras et al (2008) and Quintanilla (2014). As argued by Myers-Scotton & Jake (2016: 17), the very 
reason why the majority of mixed DPs appeared in clauses with Spanish determiners was because 
the matrix language was Spanish in the majority of the cases. In other words, Spanish determiners 
could have been preferred in mixed nominal constructions, because the speakers preferred a Spanish 
matrix language in which they inserted their mixed DPs. Herring et al’s (2010) conclusion is 
supported by recent experimental evidence. By using acceptability judgement tasks, Parafita Couto & 
Stadthagen-González (accepted) tested two separate groups of 40 early Spanish-English bilinguals. 
The task was designed in order to evaluate the acceptability of sentences with switches between the 
determiner and the noun that reflected the predictions of either the MLF, the MP, both of these 
theories or neither. For the first group they used a Likert scale to rate the sentences, while the 
second group performed a two-alternative forced-choice acceptability task (2AFC). The results of 
both experiments are in line with Herring et al's (2010) suggested hypothesis that the language of the 
determiner is influenced by the matrix language.  
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To summarize, the MLF claims that there exists an asymmetrical relation between languages at the 
moment of bilingual production, which determines the language of the determiner. The language of 
the determiner in unmixed and in mixed nominal construction is determined by the clause’s matrix 
language. However, because determiners are early system morphemes there can be a mismatch 
between the language of the determiner and the matrix language, although this is expected to be the 
case in a lesser amount. Previous studies (Herring et al, 2010; Parafita Couto & Stadthagen-González) 
have indeed found evidence for a strong relation between the language of the determiner and the 
matrix language.  
2.4 The importance of extra-linguistic factors 
It is important to note that the two previous models focus on the linguistic mechanism that restricts 
the nature of code-switching, but not really on the social aspects. I argue that the social aspects are 
important as well, because code-switching, like language in general, can and probably is influenced 
by the social (-political) world. In this part, we will first look at the social aspects of bilingualism and 
then focus on the social dimensions of code-switching. 
2.4.1 The social world of bilingualism 
The social aspects, or influences, regarding to bilingualism are complex, to say the least. The use of 
one language or the other depends on both the situation and, naturally, the person to whom the 
speaker is speaking. Still, the speakers’ home background can play an important role, and these 
factors can differ between different bilingual communities (Harley, 2008). According to Fishman 
(1972) bilingual communities tend to choose domains for their languages. This means that language 
A is used in certain contexts, while language B is used in other contexts. The domains of language use 
could be influenced by their social status. Bilingual societies tend to describe different statuses to the 
two languages, with one being of higher prestige than the other. There are multiple factors that 
could influence the social position of either language, like history or economic advantage (Harley, 
2008). This is similar to the idea of Ferguson (1959), who argues that some bilingual communities 
have such strong restricted domains for their languages that it is possible to speak of a diglossia. In 
the case of a diglossia, language (A) is used only for official accounts (work), while language (B) is only 
used for unofficial accounts (family, on the street), and the languages hardly change places. Diglossia 
can also occur between language varieties.  
An example of diglossia is sketched by Blom & Gumperz (1972): in the village of Hemnesberget, in 
northern Norway, there were two language variations in the 70’s: Bokmal, the “standard” variety, 
and Ranamal, the dialect variation. Although the two varieties are linguistically similar, they were 
considered two distinct entities, or better said, two different languages. Bokmal was considered the 
language of formal education, religion and mass media, while Ranamal was used as a symbol of the 
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local cultural identity and, therefore, was used at home and with family and friends. Because of this, 
Bokmal was the language of higher prestige, whereas Ranamal was the language of lower social 
status. We will see in a later section how the social status of languages could be an influential factor 
in how bilinguals code-switch.  
2.4.2 The social world of code-switching 
The way social aspects influence code-switching is not that different from general bilingualism. For 
example, let us return to the previous situation outlined by Blom & Gumperz (1972): They mentioned 
how speakers could switch languages within a single conversation with the same interlocutor. When 
the topic of the conversation was informal they would use Ranamal, only to switch to Bokmal to 
discuss more “business” related topics. For example, a patient will speak with his doctor in Bokmal to 
discuss formal matters, until the topic is done and they address to each other, in Ranamal, as fellow 
community members (p. 411). This means that the switch between languages could have a 
communicative purpose. Gal (1979) describes that the purpose could be to add, for example, more 
force to arguments. One of her examples (p. 113) shows how a mother switches from Hungarian to 
German in the conversation in order to make clear that the grandparents should not intervene with 
how she raises her daughter. This is different from cases described by Blom & Gumperz (1972), 
because it is not the use of German that affects the context, but rather the switch between the 
languages. Switching between Hungarian and German can also fulfill other functions besides adding 
extra force to an argument, such as expressing expertise or knowledge when a speaker is given an 
opinion. In other words, bilingual speakers can also switch for a communicative purpose.       
This is the assumption of Myslin & Levy (2015), who argue that code-switching tends to have 
discourse purposes. The switch from language A to language B marks high information content that 
will give off a signal to the interlocutor that special attention is needed. However, the languages 
themselves do have different roles themselves. According to their hypothesis, less predictable, high 
information-content meanings will be coded in one language, whereas the more predictable, lower 
information-content meanings will be encoded in the other language. This means that speakers will 
tend to switch towards the more salient language, the speaker’s less frequent language, to warn the 
interlocutor that information-rich material is being uttered. In one single conversation, both 
examples (23) and (24) were uttered by the same bilingual speaker towards the same bilingual 
interlocutor from an English-Czech community. The speaker is trying to persuade the interlocutor not 
to go out with a woman he is seeing at that time.     
(23) Tady vidiš že ona je in need. 
Here you see that she is in need. 
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(24) A potřebuje entertainment 
And she needs entertainment. 
(Myslin & Levy, 2015: 872) 
In example (23) “need” is encoded in English, whereas in example (24) it is encoded in Czech. In 
example (23), “need” is encoded in English because it is the first time mentioned, and therefore it 
represents a high-informative conversational predicate. By the time example (24) is uttered, “need” 
has already been mentioned and, thus, it does not carry any new information. However, the 
sentence does include high information-content material, “entertainment”. In other words, language 
choice in code-switching could be a natural marker of information content. Another social element to 
code-switching is ethnic identity construction. Fought (2006: 78) explains that, although there are 
different attitudes towards code-switching, one cannot link himself or herself to the Latino 
community in the US without some knowledge of both Spanish and English. In other words, it is 
crucial for the ethnic identity of an US-Latino to have a decent language proficiency in Spanish and 
English. Individuals are capable of constructing different identities and change identities according to 
the situation. However, ethnic identities are a bit more complicated. Code-switching, as Fought 
(2006) addresses in her book, gives the speaker a nice repertoire: By being able to switch between 
languages, the speaker can readdress his or her other ethnic identity when feeling the need to 
remind his or her interlocutor of his or her multiple identities. By using English the speaker shows 
that he is an US citizen, whereas when he utters Spanish sentences he is showing his Latino heritage. 
On the other hand, the switch alone could be one separate ethnic-identity that co-exists next to 
having a Latino heritage and to being a US-citizen.  
Important to note is that Fought (2006) and Myslin & Levy (2013) only explain why individuals code-
switch, but they do not mention what factors influence the directionality of code-switching. Bhatt 
(2013) analyzed popular and news media in India. Bhatt (2013) found that most switches went from 
Hindi to English and Garhwali to Hindi. Given the colonial history of India and the status struggle 
between Indian languages, one could describe the social hierarchy of the languages as: English > 
Hindi> Garhwali. He argues that the directionality of the switches tends to be towards the language 
of higher social status, or language of power. This means that one language is placed at the moment 
of conversation as high status (H) and the other language as low status (L). Moreover, the 
asymmetrical power relation is what causes one-directional switches. This is supported because the 
same data showed that between other Indian languages, that have more or less the same social 
positions, code-switching is uncommon. In other words, the preference for switching would be to the 
societally dominant language and in absence of an asymmetrical power relation, less switches will be 
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produced. This could mean that bilinguals will switch towards a language of higher status if given the 
opportunity, meaning changing the language of components that are not linguistically restricted.   
2.5 Summary and hypothesis 
Code-switching is a linguistic phenomenon and is the activity of switching between languages within 
a single conversation. In the last decade, Scholars have focused on determining the internal 
mechanisms that define code-switching patterns. Within the literature there are studies that have 
focused on explaining the mechanisms that account for the preferences of producing one language’s 
determiners in mixed DPs. In the case of Spanish-English, by analyzing spontaneous data it has been 
reported that Spanish determiners are preferred. The literature offers two major theoretical 
explanations: The MP, the first one addressed in this thesis, claims that bilinguals prefer to produce 
Spanish determiners because of internal syntactic features of the determiner, namely the gender 
feature on the determiner. The second theoretical framework, the MLF, argues that, at the moment 
of production, there exist asymmetric relations between the languages involved in the code-switch. 
One language is marked as the matrix language, the language that provides the morpho-syntactic 
frame of the clause, and, therefore, provides most of the system morphemes. The other language is 
referred to as the embedded language and can only insert morphemes that do not affect the 
morpho-syntactic rules of the clause. Determiners are categorized as early system morphemes, 
which means that the matrix language in almost all cases provides the language of the determiner, 
whether the construction is mixed or unmixed.   
However, neither of the theoretical frameworks seems to take into account how extra-linguistic 
factors could influence code-switching, or the direction of the switch. Although it appears that there 
are numerous reasons to code-switch, the pattern appears to be towards the language or language 
variety of more prestige (Bhatt, 2013). However, if the MLF is correct, then the determiner is bound 
by the matrix language. Therefore, the optionality to code-switch within the clause will be on the 
noun. This could mean that the noun is subject to extra-linguistic factors.  
The formulated hypothesis on the research question “what determines the language of the 
determiner and the noun in mixed nominal constructions?” is:  The matrix language will determine 
the language of the determiner, whereas the social status of the languages will determine whether 
the noun will be of the same language or a different language.  
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3. Methodology 
 
This study used two bilingual corpora, one collected from conversations between Spanish-English 
speakers in Miami USA (The Miami corpus) and one from sociolinguistic interviews with Spanish-
English creole speakers in various cities of the South Caribbean Coast Autonomous Region of 
Nicaragua (The Nicaraguan corpus). This combination allows for a unique comparative analysis 
because English creole’s determiners do not mark gender or number, similar to English’ determiners. 
If the assumption is correct that grammatical features are important in the selection of the language 
of the determiner in mixed DPs, then, there should be a significantly higher proportion of Spanish 
determiners in both corpora, regardless of the matrix language of the clause. On the other hand, if 
the predictions of the MLF are correct in assuming that the language of the determiners is mainly 
influenced by the matrix language, then, there should be a significantly high match between the 
matrix language and the language of the determiner, regardless of the language.  
 
3.1 The Miami corpus 
 
Sociolinguistic history and situation 
From the 1960s onwards, Miami has undergone an influx of Spanish speakers, resulting in intensive 
language contact between the English language and different varieties of Spanish (Gathercole, 2007; 
Carter, Deuchar, Davies and Parafita Couto, 2011). The first wave of Spanish-speaking immigrants 
was one of Cubans that sought to escape the Cuban revolution. The younger generation of Cuban 
immigrants became bilingual in English and Spanish. In the 80s there was a second influx of young 
immigrants from Central American countries that were suffering from civil wars. Nowadays, the 
Spanish speakers in Miami are not only from Cuba or Central America but from a wide range of Latin 
American countries, and immigration still continues in present times.   
English has been the official language of Florida, the state where Miami is located, since 1988 
(Tatalovich, 1995). This makes English the majority language, the language of education and of the 
federal government in USA (García, 2009: 421). 
Corpus 
The Miami corpus is available at www.bangortalk.org.uk and was collected in 2008 by Jon Herring 
and local assistants (Deuchar et al, 2014). The corpus has 84 bilingual speakers of Spanish and English 
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and provides a total time of 35 hours of natural speech conversation. The data has been transcribed, 
glossed and coded. The entire dataset has been analyzed, yielding 8586 nominal constructions in 
7115 clauses, with some clauses having multiple DPs.  
 
3.2 The Nicaragua corpus 
 
Sociolinguistic history and situation 
Even though the Nicaragua state only recognized Spanish as its official language, there are two 
autonomous departments, the South Caribbean Autonomous Region (RACCS13 or RAAS14) and the 
North Caribbean Autonomous Region (RACCAN15 or RAAN16), that recognize other languages as well. 
Those languages (like English creole and Miskitu) are minority languages whose survival is deemed as 
having a cultural heritage importance. Nevertheless, these languages are still considered endangered 
languages, with English creole and Miskitu17 as the best survivors. There are between 35.000 and 
50.000 first language speakers of English creole in Nicaragua (Bartens, 2013b). It is spoken in both 
the RACCS and the RACCAN. Although the pacific coast of Nicaragua was conquered by the Spanish 
empires, the Caribbean coast was colonized by the British Empire, which is the case for most Central 
American countries. In fact, by 1630 the British dominated the total Atlantic area of Central America 
(Holm, 1978). Because the British Empire was not focused on an English version of hispanization, the 
indigenous languages (and African languages) were allowed to be used in daily practice. 
Nevertheless, English became the lingua franca of the area, resulting in a creolization with English as 
its core (Bartens, 2013a). Webb (2012) mentions how this first led to different pidgin languages for 
the indigenous populations who suddenly needed to work together with the African slaves that had 
been brought to the Central American territory. This was a contact that later was fortified by the 
African refugees from Jamaica, a colonized island that was also in its pidgin process. The result was a 
creolization of the English language that was also influenced by indigenous languages (Miskito, Rama, 
Sumu, etc.) of the area. Finally, the British Empire allowed the indigenous populations, the African 
slaves, and the refugees from Jamaica to create their own state (Bartens, 2013a). The result was not 
only a survival of indigenous languages, but the existence of a language that would later on acquire a 
higher position. This English creole variety is now known as Nicaraguan Creole English (NCE). 
                                                          
13 In Spanish: Región Autónoma Costa Caribe Sur 
14 Its other known name in Spanish is Región Autónoma Atlantica Sur. However, some people stil refer to it with 
its old name: Zelaya Sur. 
15 In Spanish: Región Autónoma Costa Caribe Norte 
16 Its other known name in Spanish is Región Autónoma Atlantica Norte. However, some people stil refer to it 
with its old name: Zelaya Norte. 
17 This thesis makes the correct distinction between Miskito (the population) and Miskitu (the language).  
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However, in 1860 this area became part of Nicaragua due to intervention from the United States 
(Holm, 1978; Webb, 2012). From that moment onwards, the area became populated by Nicaraguans 
from other regions who brought the Spanish language with them. Spanish also became the official 
language (Gritzner, 2010). Nowadays, most citizens of the cities in the South Caribbean Coast 
Autonomous Region (RACCS) are bilingual in both the creole language and Spanish. Since 2007, both 
languages are being used at most public schools. 
Compared to the Miami sociolinguistic environment, the Caribbean coast of Nicaragua is a bit more 
complex. Theoretically speaking, there are two different dialects, identified by the native speakers 
themselves, or English creole varieties under NCE (Holm, 1978; Hale & Salamander, 2001: 33). The 
first variety, Miskito Creole English (MCE), which has approximately 50.000 speakers, is the one that 
has most been reported and described (Pasanen, 2004). The other one, which can only be found in 
the south Caribbean department, is the Rama Cay Creole (RCC), having approximately 900 speakers 
(Pasanen, 2004). The MCE is known for having a Miskitu substratum, and is either the second or first 
language for the Miskito population. On the other hand, RCC has a Rama substratum and for most 
Rama people is the native language. It is important to mention these differences because 1) Miskitu 
is a Misumalpan language, whereas Rama is a Chibchan language (Lewis et al, 2015), 2) the Rama 
population has been in contact with German missionaries, and 3) because of the social position of 
both Miskito Creole English and Rama Creole English.  
English creole, especially in relation to “Standard” English, has had a low social position throughout 
history. While Miskito Creole English was known as “broken” English under the British rule, Rama 
Creole English (RCE) was known as “broken-broken” English (Graig, 1992). Even when the Caribbean 
Coast became part of Nicaragua in 1860, the Rama people did not embrace their language, leading to 
strong identity issues. However, the Rama population is not the only group in the Atlantic coast area 
of Nicaragua that seems to have issues with NCE: Koskinen (2010) mentions that since the Sandinista 
Revolution, the language attitude towards the Nicaraguan indigenous languages have improved. 
Nonetheless, NCE is still the language with the lowest social status. This could be because most 
young men will get jobs on cruise ships, only if they speak standard English. The result is that, even 
though it has been standardized, it continues to be viewed as being a “bad” version of “correct” 
English.  Koskinen (2010) reports that although the regional languages of the Caribbean coast, 
including NCE, were made official in 1993, creole was not used officially in education until 2007. 
Koskinen reports that although the other regional languages have gained in social status, creole 
“continues to be considered a form of ‘broken English’ or ‘bad English’“ (Koskinen, 2010: 143). 
Spanish, on the other hand, is described as the “national language” and is clearly superior in prestige. 
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Corpus 
The Nicaragua data contains sociolinguistic interviews from the South Caribbean Coast Autonomous 
Region of Nicaragua collected in 2006 by A. Koskinen. The Nicaragua corpus consists of a total of 16 
hours of recordings of 42 bilingual speakers being interviewed in creole at home, work or at school. 
The data used for this study consist of 3222 clauses and 3506 determiner phrases, with some clauses 
having multiple DPs that were manually extracted and coded.  
3.3 Predictions  
 
Predictions determiner (linguistic) 
Previous studies did not take into account that the matrix language could be the reason that they 
found more Spanish determiners in mixed nominal constructions. The System Morpheme Principle 
explains that system morphemes (e.g. determiners, finite verbs) are provided by the matrix 
language18. For that reason, I formulate the hypothesis that the determiners will match the finite 
verb of the clause. In other words, I expect Spanish determiners to be followed by English or NCE 
nouns in Spanish matrix-clauses, and English and NCE determiners to be followed by a Spanish noun 
in clauses that have either English or NCE- as its matrix language.  
Predictions noun (extra linguistic) 
The MLF explains that content morphemes (e.g. nouns) can be provided by both the matrix language 
and the embedded language. This would mean that nouns are not linguistically bound by the matrix 
language, which would mean that they could be subject to extra-linguistic factors. Moreover, Bhatt 
(2013) found that code-switching is influenced by the social status of the languages: Bilingual 
speakers tend to switch more towards a language of higher prestige. For that reason, I expect more 
Spanish determiners (L) followed by English nouns (H), in the Miami corpus, and more NCE 
determiners (L) followed by Spanish nouns (H) in the Nicaragua corpus.  
3.4 Data extraction  
All clauses containing a determiner phrase were extracted and coded according to their matrix 
language. However, because of the relative size of the Miami data, an automatic analysis has been 
used (Carter, Broersma, Donnelly, Konopka, accepted) in order to codify the matrix language of the 
clauses and identify the nominal constructions as mixed or unmixed. In order to test the automatic 
analyses, a sample of the data (10%) has been checked manually. From this sample, only 7% of 
clauses had a wrong matrix language assigned. In other words, it is safe to conclude that the 
automatic analysis is reliable. The automatic analysis of the Miami data included DPs with both 
                                                          
18 Due to the fact that English (NCE) and Spanish have similar word order, the Word Order Principle will not be 
helpful in marking the matrix language of the clause. 
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definite and indefinite articles, while the manual analysis of the Nicaragua data also included 
demonstratives and possessives to compensate for the difference in corpus size. Because the word 
order of Spanish, English, and NCE are similar (SVO), I used the language of the finite verb to 
determine the matrix language of the clause in the automatic analysis. Non-finite clauses were 
excluded. The nominal constructions were coded according to the language of the determiner, the 
language of the noun and whether or not the determiner and noun were in the same language 
(‘unmixed’) or not (‘mixed’).  
This allowed us to study the proportion of mixed and unmixed DPs in clauses for each matrix 
language and to determine the correlation between the language of the determiners and the finite 
verb. Examples (25) and (26) provide examples of an extracted mixed and unmixed DP respectively.  
      (25) she was trying to be         a                         turista !                                                      
                               DET.INDEF          N. 
[maria31: 650] 
In example (25) the underlined mixed DP consists of an English determiner and a Spanish noun, and 
the matrix language is English.  In example (26) below, the matrix language is also English but the DP 
is unmixed since the determiner and the noun are both in English. 
(26)  or are you still   a                         tourist in your own city state?                                        
                                       DET.INDEF         N.  
[maria31: 724]  
Table 1 illustrates an example of the data coding. The first column shows the finite clauses, and in the 
second column we can find the DP. Later on, the languages of the determiner and the noun are 
separately coded for Spanish/English/NCE. The next column, “type”, shows whether the language of 
the determiner and the noun match (unmixed) or not (unmixed). The last two columns show the 
finite verb of the clause and its language.  
Table 1. Example of data coding 
Clause DP Language 
of 
determiner 
Language of 
noun 
Type Finite 
verb 
Language 
of verb 
she was trying to be a 
turista ! 
a turista English Spanish mixed  was English  
or are you still a tourist in your 
own city state? 
a tourist English English unmixed  are English  
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an he uz to fight for ur luna, di 
moon 
ur luna NCE Spanish mixed  uz NCE  
an he uz to fight for ur luna, di 
moon  
di moon NCE NCE unmixed  uz NCE  
she put it in the boca the boca English Spanish mixed put English 
no pero tal vez consigue un 
roommate 
un 
roommate 
Spanish English mixed consigue Spanish 
di king wife went to waz to diz 
pila 
di king 
wife 
NCE NCE unmixed went NCE 
di king wife went to waz to diz 
pila 
diz pila NCE Spanish mixed went NCE 
 
Through excel, I calculated automatically the number of matches between the language of the 
determiner and the finite verb.   
The main characteristics of the two corpora are summarized in Table 2 below. 
Table 2. Summary of the main characteristics of the two corpora 
 Miami Nicaragua 
languages English (H) – Spanish (L)19 Spanish (H) - Nicaraguan Creole English (L) 
type of data Natural speech conversation Sociolinguistic interviews 
speakers 84 42 
time 35 hours 12h 
clauses 7115 3222 
determiner phrases 8586 3506 
  
                                                          
19 H = the expected language of prestige ; L = the expected language of lower status 
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4. Results 
 
In this section, I will show the analysis of both sets of data. First I will explain the results from the 
Miami data, followed by the results from the Nicaragua data. Both data sets will be analyzed 
according to the following order: 1) comparing the language of the determiner with the matrix 
language in order to see if they matched, and 2) the proportion of mixed DPs for each matrix 
language. The first part will provide the answer to the question whether the matrix language is the 
factor of influence for the language of the determiner (in unmixed and mixed nominal constructions). 
The second part will answer the question of whether there exists an asymmetrical direction to switch 
after the determiner. A comparative analysis of the corpora can be found at the end of this section.   
4.1 Miami data 
The results of the Miami data analysis can be found in Table 3. The rows show mixed and unmixed 
DPs and the total number of DPs, while the middle columns indicate the frequency of the 
determiners matching vs. not matching the matrix language. As the Table shows, there is a match of 
98.1% between the language of the determiner and the matrix language. Thus the overwhelming 
majority of both unmixed and mixed DPs have a determiner with the same language as the finite 
verb of the clause. It is important to note that English determiners do appear in mixed nominal 
constructions, on the condition that the matrix language is English.     
Table 3. Results of Miami data analysis 
 Language of 
determiner 
Matching ML Not matching 
ML 
Total 
Unmixed DP Spanish 
English 
3579 
4574 
94 
63 
 
8310 
(96.8%) 
Mixed DP Spanish 
English 
240 
28 
8 
0 
 
276 
(3.2%) 
Total  8421 
(98.1%) 
165 
(1.9%) 
8586 
(100%) 
 
Pagina | 33  
 
On the other hand, 1.9% of both the mixed and unmixed DPs have a determiner that does not match 
the matrix language. Still, of this group, 1.8% are embedded language islands. Still, of this group, 
95.15% (157/165) are embedded language islands. These are all of the unmixed DPs which do not 
match the ML, as shown in the above table. An example of such an island is given in example (27). 
The clause in example (27) has an English matrix language, yet the determiner phrase “una pareja” 
has both the determiner and the noun in Spanish.  
(27)  I hope mom doesn't think they're una pareja you know.                                    [sastre12: 1088] 
                                                                       a  couple 
 
In embedded language islands the grammar of the Embedded Language temporary prevails and so it 
is not surprising if its internal constituents appear to be unaffected by the matrix language (Myers-
Scotton, 2002: 139). Of the mixed constructions only 0.1% (8 DPs) did not match the matrix language. 
All examples of mixed DPs that have a mismatch have a Spanish determiner followed by an English 
noun. This is a very small number but we can note some similarities between those eight cases, of 
which three examples are given below.  
       (28)  pero aquí [en el north side]AdvP we don't ever get direct sun.                                    [María1: 89] 
              but here on the north side 
               
       (29)  [en los dorms]AdvP they have a laundry room.                                                        [Herring14: 155] 
              in the dorms 
 
       (30) they did a sonogram blah blah blah tumor en [en el spleen]AdvP.                        [Zeledon8: 1370] 
                                                                tumor in  in the spleen 
 
 
Examples (28), (29) and (30) contain mixed DPs that appear in Spanish adverbial phrases introduced 
by the Spanish preposition “en". In the case of (28) and (29) the switch from a Spanish determiner to 
an English noun may have been anticipating the change of matrix language to English which occurs in 
the following clause (we don’t ever get direct sun in (28) and they have a laundry room in (29)). All 
three of these examples could be characterized by what Muysken (1995) has called ‘alternational’ 
switching, in which the switch occurs at a peripheral place in the clause. Adverbial phrases can be 
considered peripheral since they are not involved in the argument structure of the verb.  
In addition to investigating the link between the language of the determiner and the matrix language, 
a second aim of this study was to measure the proportion of mixed DPs with each determiner as a 
fraction of the total number of DPs with the same determiner. The reason to compare the proportion 
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of determiners followed by a noun from the other language is to find out: 1) whether Spanish 
determiners are produced frequently more than English determiners, and 2) if there exists a 
preference to switch after the determiner to another language.   
This analysis has been conducted on a subset of the data represented in the previous table (table 3), 
in particular the data shown in the column headed ‘Matching ML’, where the determiner matched 
the ML. As has been explained above, this was the case for 98.1% of the Miami data. The results are 
shown below in Table 4.   
Table 4. Proportion of mixed DPs in Miami data 
 
Unmixed DP 
  
Mixed DP  
 
Proportion of mixed 
DPs 
English determiner and 
English matrix language 
 
4574 28 0.6% 
Spanish determiner and 
Spanish matrix language 
 
3579 240 6.3% 
Total  8153 268 3.1% 
 
As the Table shows, there is indeed a higher proportion (6.3%) of Spanish determiners followed by an 
English noun than English determiners followed by a Spanish noun (0.6%). A chi square test shows 
that the difference is significant (p < 0.01.). Given the tendency of determiners to match the matrix 
language, this means that bilingual speakers are more likely to switch language after Spanish 
determiners than after English determiners.  
4.2 Nicaragua data  
The results of the analysis of the Nicaragua data can be found in Table 5. Just as in Table 1, the rows 
show mixed and unmixed DPs and the total number of DPs, while the middle columns indicate the 
frequency of the determiners matching vs. not matching the matrix language. Next to each figure, 
the percentage out of the total number of DPs are provided. Table 5 shows that there is a match of 
99.7% between the language of the determiner and the matrix language.  
Table 5. Results of Nicaragua data analysis 
 Language of 
determiner 
Matching ML Not matching 
ML 
Total 
Unmixed DP Spanish 9 9  
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NCE 3346 0 
3364 
(96%) 
Mixed DP Spanish 
NCE 
0 
142 
0 
0 
 
142 
(4.0%) 
Total  3497 
(99.7%) 
9 
(0.3%) 
3506 
(100%) 
 
The results of the Nicaragua data support the predictions of the MLF: only 0.3% of the DPs do not 
have a match between the language of the determiner and the matrix language of the clause. As in 
the case of the Miami data, the mismatched cases involve embedded language islands. An example 
of such an island is given in example (31). The clause in example (31) has an English creole matrix 
language, yet the DP “la escuela” is entirely in Spanish. All the islands found were Spanish determiner 
phrases in a NCE matrix language clause.   
        (31) di refreshment, hav  di   celebración    de la escuela                                                    [F-BLU-1-06] 
                the                      have the celebration of the school 
All mixed constructions matched the matrix language, such as example (32) and example (33). 
       (32) an      he   uz     to fight for  ur    luna,      di moon                                                          [F-BLU-9-07] 
              and    he  used to fight for  our  moon,  the moon 
                 ‘and he used to fight for our moon, the moon’ 
      (33) an      di       kinzwife    went to waz     to  diz   pila                                                        [F-ORI-14-06] 
              and    the   kings’wife  went to wash  to  this  sink 
                   ‘and the king’s wife went to wash, to this sink’ 
In example (32), the speaker utters the mixed DP “ur luna”, NCE determiner followed by a Spanish 
noun, only to utter an unmixed NCE DP. In example (33), the mixed DP “diz pila” was uttered.  
Table 6 shows the numbers of unmixed and mixed DPs for each determiner and matrix language.  As 
is visible in this table, the use of a Spanish matrix language is very rare in Nicaragua. Regarding the 
proportion of mixed DPs, it is not possible to conclude whether there exists a preference to switch 
after an NCE determiner or Spanish determiner, due to the fact that there are only a few Spanish 
matrix language-clauses in the data. In fact, a Fisher test (p=0.63) suggests no significant difference 
between the proportion of mixed DPs with a Spanish determiner and with an NCE determiner. 
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Table 6. Proportion of mixed DPs in Nicaragua data 
 Unmixed DP 
  
Mixed DP  
 
Proportion of mixed DPs 
NCE determiner and  
NCE matrix language 
3346 142 4% 
Spanish determiner and 
Spanish matrix language 
9 0 0% 
Total  3355 142 4% 
 
 
4.3 Combined analysis  
It is clear that in both corpora the matrix language is indeed the factor that determines the language 
of the determiner, be it in either mixed or unmixed constructions. In the Miami data, I found a match 
of 98.1% and in the Nicaragua data, I found a match of 99.7%. Most of the cases that had a 
determiner that did not match the matrix language were embedded islands. The MLF explains that 
embedded islands are due to the fact that the Embedded Language temporarily prevails. The 
grammaticized features of the language of the determiner do not seem to be relevant, given the fact 
that in the Nicaragua data all mixed DPs had an NCE determiner, which does not mark gender. 
Moreover, in the Miami data there were also cases of English determiners followed by a Spanish 
noun, as long as the matrix language was English. In this sense, the results of the two corpora are 
consistent. This means that the results of both corpora support the MLF.  
However, the total data was not sufficient to support the hypothesis that the noun would be 
influenced by the social status of the language (Bhatt, 2013). In the Miami data, there is a significant 
difference between Spanish determiners and English determiners in mixed DPs. The findings seem 
consistent with this suggestion, seeing how English was expected to be of higher prestige than 
Spanish. However, in the Nicaragua data, I found only a small number of clauses with Spanish matrix 
language20, and no statistical indication of a significant difference in the proportion of switched 
nouns following Spanish as opposed to NCE determiners. Still, all the switches observed are from NCE 
to Spanish and if this trend is (statistically) confirmed in further studies, it would once again indicate 
switching in the direction of the language of higher prestige.  
  
                                                          
20 Nicaraguan bilinguals tend to prefer to use the NCE matrix language, in similar line to Welsh-English 
bilinguals that prefer to use Welsh as the matrix language (Herring et al, 2010).  
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5. Discussion 
 
Our results suggest that speakers do not appear to have much choice regarding the language of the 
determiner: instead this is influenced by the language of the morpho-syntactic frame or matrix 
language. It is in selecting the matrix language that speakers do appear to have some choice. Within 
the nominal construction, speakers apparently do have more choice whether or not to switch to a 
different language when selecting the noun that will follow the determiner. The Miami data supports 
Bhatt’s (2013) hypothesis that the language of the noun is influenced by the social status of the 
languages. Although a similar pattern was observed in the Nicaragua data, there was no significant 
difference in the proportion of mixed DPs. This could be solved if further studies observe the same 
pattern.  
Other explanations for the opposing patterns in the Miami and Nicaragua data would require more 
exploration, but Fricke & Kootstra’s (2016) work on the Miami data has established the importance 
of priming21 by material in the previous discourse, and this could be investigated in the Miami data. 
This account would be supported by the exposure-driven account posited by Valdés-Kroff (2016), 
whereby bilingual speakers converge upon conventional production patterns. Such an emergent 
approach would offer an alternative as to how to account for asymmetrical structural distributions as 
the ones we observed in the Miami and Nicaragua data. Another avenue to pursue would be the idea 
that code-switching tends to mark high information content as proposed by Myslin & Levy (2015). 
They consider words with high information content to be less predictable than those of lower 
information content, and to signal to the listener that special attention is needed.  In relation to the 
data we would need to examine whether there is evidence for the switches to the minority language 
to have higher information content than those to the language of higher prestige, being the majority 
language or the official language.  
Another variable that could be considered would be the language proficiency or dominance of the 
speaker. For example, Liceras, Fernández, Fuertes & Klassen (2016) argued that it is possible to gain 
insights from the code-switching patterns and preferences which differentiate child and adult native 
speakers, simultaneous bilingual speakers and L2 speakers. This, they say, could account for the 
                                                          
21 It is important to note that according to Fricke & Kootstra’s (2016) speakers are more sensitive to prime their 
own speech rather than the speech of other speakers in the conversation.  
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conflicting evidence observed in the spontaneous switches produced in different communities of 
code-switchers.  
Nonetheless, there is one more question that remains to be addressed: if bilinguals have the option 
to choose their matrix language, then what factors influence this choice? I expect extra-linguistic 
factors such as age of acquisition, language proficiency and the language of social networks to all be 
relevant, and hope to explore this question in the future. 
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6. Conclusion 
 
The first objective of this study was to build on previous research that suggested that the language of 
determiners in mixed nominal constructions depends on the matrix language of the clause (Herring 
et al, 2010). The results confirm the hypothesis that the language of the determiner in mixed and 
unmixed nominal constructions generally does match the matrix language. In other words, this study 
found evidence for the predictions of the Matrix Language Framework. On the other hand, the data 
shows that the match between the language of the determiner and the matrix language seems to be 
unaffected by any grammaticized features in the language of the determiner (Liceras et al, 2008; 
Quintanilla , 2014). It is shown that for speakers of either of the language pair, the determiner with 
the least grammaticized features (English/ English creole) is possible as long as the matrix language 
matches the language of that determiner. This is even more visible in the Nicaragua corpus that has 
only mixed DPs with an English creole determiner. The data, therefore, does not support the 
generativist predictions that predicted that bilinguals would prefer Spanish determiners in mixed 
DPs.   
The second objective was to find out whether there was an asymmetry of language of nouns in 
mixed DPs. In order to analyze this, I compared the proportion of mixed and unmixed DPs with 
English (creole) and Spanish determiners. The results showed that there exists a clear asymmetry of 
the frequency of switching from the determiner to the noun, being more frequent from Spanish to 
English in the Miami data. The reverse was observed in the Nicaragua data. Nonetheless, it is difficult 
to make such claims for the Nicaragua data given the fact that there was an imbalance of the amount 
of Spanish and NCE matrix language clauses in the corpus. Still, it seems that the asymmetry, or 
rather the choice of switching, is not placed on the language of the determiner but, rather, on the 
language choice of the noun. Therefore, the language of the noun could be influenced by extra-
linguistic factors. The extra-linguistic factor that influences the language of the noun could very well 
be the necessity to switch to the language of higher social status (which the data of this study 
supports). Future studies can shed more light on what kind of extra-linguistic factors determine the 
language of the noun. Although the matrix language determines the language of the determiner, it is 
still questionable what factors determine the matrix language.  
To summarize, this study found evidence that the matrix language is the most influential factor 
affecting the language of the determiner in mixed nominal constructions, whereas its noun 
complement seems to be affected by extra-linguistic factors.   
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